Interferon-gamma induces the expression of major histocompatibility antigens by human retinal glial cells.
Retinal glial cells normally do not express major histocompatibility (MHC) molecules. However, the expression of MHC antigens by retinal glial cells under certain pathological conditions suggests that these cells may play a role in immune responses of the retina. At present, the identity of molecules that may regulate the expression of class I and class II MHC antigens by retinal glial cells has not been established. Since interferon-gamma (IFN-gamma) induces MHC antigens in a variety of cell types, we examined the effect of this lymphocyte product on class I and class II antigen expression by human retinal glial cells in culture. Glial cells derived from post-mortem donor eyes were exposed to recombinant human IFN-gamma. Cells with MHC class I or class II antigens were detected with the use of specific monoclonal antibodies that were labeled directly or indirectly with fluorescent probes. Fluorescence of labeled cells was assayed by flow cytometry. Exposure to IFN-gamma increased the expression of class I and class II antigens by the retinal glial cells. Double labeling studies showed that 90% of the glial cells induced to express class II antigens also had class I antigens. Overall, the results show that IFN-gamma can regulate the expression of MHC molecules by human retina glial cells in culture. These findings are consistent with the concept that glia may play a role in immunological disorders affecting the retina.